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	 	 	 	 	 	 	 No	Prosecution.	
	 Millden	Estate:	Poisoned	buzzard	(Alphachloralose).		
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 No	Prosecution.	
	 Millden	Estate:	Poisoned	golden	eagle	‘Alma’	(Carbofuran).	

























	 	 	 —	dreadful	winged	pendulum—	
	 and	everyone	gasps,		
	 	 but	with	three	strong	wingbeats,		
	 it	frees	itself	and	soars	(21)	
The	impact	of	our	commodification	of	the	resources	and	spaces	of	the	world	around	us	are	
also	placed	front	and	centre	here,	but	in	this	case	the	hawk	(and	so	the	reader)	is	granted	a	
reprieve.	The	collective	will	for	the	bird	to	break	free	and	‘soar’	is	enmeshed	with	the	
realisation	of	collective	responsibility	and	dismay	for	its	plight;	the	audience	recognise	their	
complicity	in	the	‘polythene	bag’,	which	seeks	to	‘entangle’	the	hawk,	left	aghast	as	the	
potential	violence	of	this	interaction	plays	out	for	them	above	Central	Park.	The	bag	is	an	
object	that	causes	both	diegetic	and	extradiegetic	audience	to	respond;	we	understand	the	
need	to	remove	and	dispose	of	this	object,	and	see	at	first	the	potential	and	then	the	actual	
damage	inherent	in	its	being	left	‘in	the	wild’	to	interact	with	nonhuman	animals.160	In	this	
case,	our	responsibility	is	excused	by	the	hawk’s	escape.	By	recalling	us	to	this	poem	with	
‘Wings	over	Scotland’	later	in	the	collection,	Jamie	creates	an	intertextual	link	of	
responsibility	and	awareness	that	demands	we	remember	that	this	is	not	always	the	case.	It	
is	also	striking	that	many	of	the	deaths	recounted	in	‘Wings	over	Scotland’	take	place	within	
the	demesnes	of	Scottish	Estates	whereas	the	backdrop	to	‘Wings	over	New	York’	is	the	
city’s	most	famous	public	park.	Jamie	suggests	that	the	return	of	land	to	collective,	public	
ownership	(that	she	has	advocated	previously),	allows	us	to	access	the	responsible	and	
empathetic	approaches	to	that	land	and	its	inhabitants	human	and	nonhuman.		
	 The	times	at	which	her	personal,	human	experience	draws	up	against	the	changes	
and	systems	of	the	natural	world	are	the	most	powerful	for	Jamie.	In	‘Corporation	Road	I’	
(BC	12),	she	writes	of	the	sublime	quality	inherent	in	such	moments	where	the	mundane	is	
elevated	by	the	shifting	perspective	an	encounter	with	the	natural	world	engenders.	The	
suburban-industrial	setting	suggested	by	the	poem’s	title	acts	as	a	backdrop	to	a	
transformative	moment,	when	the	speaker	recalls	‘in	my	father’s	arms/	I	was	carried	from	
																																																																		
160	The	plastic	bag	acts	for	Jamie	much	as	the	cigarette	butt	does	for	Morton;	it	is	a	tangible	
representation	of	immediate,	localised	danger	that	equally	stands	as	an	example	of	
catastrophes	on	a	more	incomprehensible	scale	(plastic	pollution	vs.	forest	fires).	See	
Morton	WLML.	
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our	brick-built	semi,/	shown	the	stars	above	the	steelworks’	glare.’	(BC	12)	The	hyperobject	
of	the	galaxy	bumps	up	against	the	objective	presences	of	the	‘brick-built	semi’	and	the	
‘steelworks’,	tangibly	unnatural	in	construction,	as	well	as	the	suggested	(invisible)	
hyperobjects	of	the	factory	emissions,	the	altered	atmosphere	separating	one	layer	of	sky	
from	another.	This	poem	recalls	Burnside’s	writing	in	Living	Nowhere,	and	several	of	his	
poems,	which	also	seek	to	present	these	moments	of	quiet	epiphany,	where	the	quotidian	
(and	implicitly	debilitating)	environment	of	life	in	an	industrial	town	is	visited	by	natural	
phenomena	and	processes;	a	snowfall,	a	starry	night.161	In	these	moments,	the	space	that	
we	live	in	is	altered;	a	relational	dynamic	is	established,	and	we	are	able	to	place	ourselves	
in	a	world	where	both	the	factory	and	the	Milky	Way	are	as	tangible	and	comprehensible	as	
each	other;	in	doing	so	we	reorient	ourselves	towards	a	more	engaged	philosophy	of	space	
and	self.		
Her	own	Space:	Gendered	Ecologies,	Femininity	and	Illness	
In	Ecology	and	Modern	Scottish	Literature,	Louisa	Gairn	claims	that		
It	has	been	suggested	that	Kathleen	Jamie	could	be	viewed	as	‘a	nature	poet	who	
has	been	sidetracked	by	“issues”’	–	meaning	issues	of	gender,	culture	and	national	
identity	which	have,	to	date,	been	the	main	contexts	in	which	her	poetry	has	been	
viewed.162		This	comment,	however,	implicitly	suggests	that	to	write	about	the	
natural	world	is	to	avoid	an	engagement	with	the	political.	(156)	
It	is	certainly	true	that	to	see	writing	that	focuses	on	the	natural	world	as	somehow	
removed	from	political	concerns	is	limited	and	limiting.	Many	of	the	most	pressing	political	
questions	of	our	time	are	explicitly	ecological;	the	Paris	Climate	Accords,	for	example,	are	a	
global	political	and	diplomatic	commitment	to	recognising	and	curbing	emissions.	In	
domestic	politics,	issues	of	energy	supply	and	safety,	debate	over	land	usage	for	fracking,	
for	example,	are	a	partisan	and	ecological	concern.	And,	bluntly	put,	politics	can	only	be	
addressed	within	a	world	alive	to	address	it.	Furthermore,	‘the	natural	world’	and	its	
political	issues	are	not	limited	to	loss	of	habitat,	deforestation	or	oil	drilling	in	the	abstract;	
																																																																		
161	See	Burnside	‘Night	Shift	at	the	Plug	Mill’	(The	Hunt	in	the	Forest		13)	
162	Jules	Smith,	‘Critical	Perspective	on	Kathleen	Jamie’.	
https://literature.britishcouncil.org/writer/kathleen-jamie	
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the	things	that	decimate	the	‘natural	world’	have	direct	human	impact.	The	questions	of	
ecology	are	not	removed	from	the	human,	nor	do	they	provide	a	separate	set	of	issues	from	
recognised	social	justice	and	reformational	political	movements.	Those	people	who	suffer	as	
a	result	of	policies	which	cause	environmental	harm	are	also	those	people	who	have	been	
designated	as	less	worthy	of	a	privileged	lifestyle	in	all	other	aspects	of	life.	The	allocation	
and	consumption	of	natural	resources	is,	like	the	allocation	and	distribution	of	global	
wealth,	concentrated	overwhelmingly	in	the	global	north	which	has	via	historical	colonial	
and	on-going	globalised	industrial	projects	looked	to	the	global	south	to	provide	resources	
and	labour	and	to	profit.		
	 Structures	of	gender,	class	and	race	converge	on	questions	of	nature	and	ecology	as	
well	as	on	political	representation.	People	of	colour	are	more	directly	and	severely	affected	
by	climate	change;	women	suffer	disproportionally;	minority	communities	lose	land	and	
resources	to	capital	projects	on	sacred	indigenous	land.163	The	issues	of	the	natural	world	
and	the	human	one	are	not	separate;	as	this	thesis	has	consistently	argued,	the	only	way	to	
proceed	with	a	radical	politics	and	a	responsible	undertaking	of	self	in	the	world	is	to	realise	
this	and	act	accordingly.	Jamie	remains	attuned	to	these	concerns.	She	is	alert	to	the	ways	
in	which	we	privilege	space,	and	the	ways	in	which	the	conceptions	of	place,	nation	and	
their	narratives	shape	the	way	that	government	and	private	institutions	allow	for	and	curate	
access	to	spaces	and	resources.	As	Ascherson	points	out	regarding	the	conservation	of	
Argyll’s	standing	stones,	‘[Kintraw]	is	a	resource;	it	has	Outstanding	Natural	Beauty;	it	is	
Heritage,	which	requires	heritage	management.	So	this	stone,	unlike	the	others,	was	put	
back.’164	(4)	Throughout	her	work	Jamie	looks	at	the	landscapes	that	are	altered	in	service	to	
the	narrative	we	privilege,	and	the	way	that	value	is	constructed	within	spaces	of	‘natural	
beauty’	as	seen	through	the	eyes	of	contemporary	neoliberal	institutions.	In	her	writing	on	
such	events	she	is	frequently	in	agreement	with	Burnside,	who	also	mistrusts	the	uses	to	
which	capital	puts	the	natural	world;	both	he	and	Jamie	are	wary	of	a	value	attributed	to	
space	as	a	potentially	profitable	‘resource’	rather	than	as	a	public	environment	and	shared	
																																																																		
163	See	for	example	recent	protests	at	Standing	Rock	against	the	Dakota	Access	oil	pipeline	
that	had	previously	had	its	course	diverted	from	a	wealthy	and	predominantly	white	
neighbourhood	due	to	residents’	concerns	to	run	instead	across	sacred	Sioux	land.	
https://www.aclu.org/issues/free-speech/rights-protesters/stand-standing-rock.	
164	See	Burnside	‘Where	the	Wild	Things	aren’t’.	(New	Statesman	140	57).	
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historical-social	space.		
	 As	a	woman	writing	about	the	natural	world,	Jamie	is	also	careful	to	avoid	
essentialist	tropes,	or	to	become	apolitical	in	her	intent,	even	as	(as	Gairn	has	noted)	there	
is	a	desire	by	some	critics	to	see	the	writing	of	nature	and	nation	as	irrevocably	separate,	
environmental	writing	as	hermetic.	Laura	Severin	has	argued	that	‘Jamie's	initial	nature	
writing,	in	volumes	such	as	Jizzen	(1999)	and	The	Tree	House	(2004),	is	often	disappointing	
in	its	abstraction	of	nature	and	its	use	of	poetic	structures	that	objectify	nature	for	human	
needs	and	purposes’	(99).	This	is	a	reading	that	relies	on	a	feminist	interpretation	of	nature	
writing	as	a	trope	fixed	on	to	female	writing,	complete	with	‘implications	of	essentialism	in	
regard	to	association	with	Mother	Nature;	concerned	too	about	the	idea	of	Nature	as	Earth	
Goddess,	the	object	of	the	male	poet’s	worship’	(McCulloch	18).	However,	Severin	
acknowledges	that	even	in	Jamie’s	earlier	nature	poetry	there	is	a	move	towards	‘more	
interactive	understanding	of	the	human-natural	connection’	(99),	which	I	would	argue	
characterises	much	of	her	latest	volume,	and	is	certainly	present	in	the	fragment	poems	of	
Frissure,	which	chart	the	realisation	of	humanity’s	innate	connection	to	the	wild,	and	which	
acknowledges,	as	Severin	points	out,	‘the	perishable	aspect	of	nature,	its	link	to	mortality,	
rather	than	to	nature's	beauty	and	spiritual	sustenance.	Human-natural	interaction	[.	.	.]	is	
complex	and	not	always	reassuring	[for	Jamie]’	(103).		
	 Jamie	asks	exactly	the	questions	which	Morton	claims	ecological	writing	can,	does	
and	should	pose.	Her	collection	Frissure	in	particular	displays	that	the	characteristic	of	the	
dark	ecological	that	he	outlines.	Dark	ecology	certainly	permeates	Jamie’s	exploration	of	
gendered	environment(s).	Her	poetry	explores	both	spaces	that	exist	within	the	world	set	
aside	for	women	(the	purdah	she	encounters	in	Pakistan,	the	childbed,	the	dressing	room	
before	a	night	out),	and	what	it	is	to	walk	through	the	world	as	a	woman,	one’s	own	body	
and	self	examined	for	the	space	it	takes	up.165	Jamie’s	collaborative	work	Frissure,	published	
in	2012,	utilises	the	imaginative	process	of	creating	that	Burnside	sees	in	the	natural	world	
as	a	way	of	illuminating	her	own	relation	to	it,	and	of	rediscovering	her	identity	after	a	
cataclysmic	event	(in	this	case	her	cancer).166	A	book	of	‘poem	fragments’	accompanied	by	
																																																																		
165	See	Among	Muslims:	Meetings	at	the	Frontiers	of	Pakistan.	London:	Sort	of	Books,	2002.	
Print.	[First	published	as	The	Golden	Peak,	Virago	1992];	Jizzen.	London:	Picador,	1999.	Print.	
166	See	Burnside	Strong	Words	259.	
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mixed-media	illustrations	by	artist	Brigid	Collins,	it	charts	Jamie’s	convalescence	after	a	
mastectomy,	and	deals	intimately	with	the	issues	of	the	seen,	the	imagined,	the	symbolic,	
and	how	these	intersections	shape	identity	(often	tied	intimately	to	Jamie’s	experience	of	
gender).	It	is	also	an	opportunity	for	Jamie	to	return	to	ecological	readings	of	the	natural	
world,	and	of	the	body	as	ecology	that	she	begins	in	2005’s	Findings,	when	she	muses	on	
specimen	jars	in	the	Surgeon’s	Hall	Museum	and	is	compelled	to	confront	the	ways	in	which	
we	‘consider	the	natural	world	as	“out	there”,	an	“environment”,	but	[that]	these	objects	in	
their	jars	show	us	[is	actually	part	of	us,]	the	intimate	unknown’	(141).	
	 The	proofs	of	these	bodily	ecologies	provide	Jamie	with	a	powerful	impression	of	our	
interconnectedness	with	the	natural	world	and	its	processes;	the	objects	and	artefacts	of	
our	existences.	The	central	image	in	Frissure	is	the	mastectomy	scar	Jamie	sustained	during	
her	breast	cancer	treatment.	This	scar	becomes	a	landmark,	Jamie’s	body	a	landscape;	in	
doing	so	Jamie	is	able	to	see	herself	as	more	than	her	body,	even	as	she	situates	herself	
relentlessly	within	it.	At	the	same	time	she	gains	a	new	and	tentative	love	and	familiarity	for	
the	site	of	herself	that	is	so	fundamentally	different.	Of	this	process,	she	states,		
I	saw	[my	mastectomy	scar]	as	a	site	of	change,	of	injury.	But	[as]	I	turned	this	way	
and	that,	I	thought	it	looked	like	the	low	shores	of	an	island	[or	a]	bird’s	eye	view	of	
a	river.	Or	a	map.	Then,	I	fancied	it	looked	like	the	stem	of	a	rose.	With	that,	a	line	of	
Burns	arrived	in	my	head.	‘You	seize	the	flo’er,	the	bloom	is	shed.’	(vi)		
By	introducing	mutability	to	this	‘site	of	change’,	Jamie	is	able	to	move	past	the	scar	as	a	
representation	of	that	change	so	that	it	becomes	a	space	of	liminality,	potential	and,	
interestingly,	geography.	The	scar	is	a	river,	a	map,	a	rose’s	stem.	Jamie	is	able,	upon	her	
own	skin,	to	slide	the	scale	of	this	space	up:	from	a	portion	of	one	flower	of	one	plant,	to	
potentially	a	whole	new	continent	seen	from	the	air.	Her	body	becomes	in	itself	a	new	
landscape	to	be	mapped	and	charted,	even	appreciated	for	all	the	possibilities	for	seeing	
that	it	opens	up.	By	accepting	a	dark	ecological	approach,	Jamie	is	able	to	reposition	herself	
within	relation	to	the	world	around	her	(injured,	sick,	recovered)	and	in	relation	to	her	own	
body	as	a	landscape.	A	space	becomes	known	by	being	made	unfamiliar;	we	realise	we	have	
changed	because	the	way	we	exist	within	ourselves	and	the	wider	world	has	been	
irrevocably	shifted.	In	seeing	this	change,	the	space	for	an	imaginative	transformation	of	
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that	space	becomes	possible.	It	is	for	example,	in	the	moment	of	transformation,	from	a	
map	to	‘the	stem	of	a	rose’,	in	the	shift	from	one	thing	to	another,	that	‘a	line	of	Burns’	
occurs	to	Jamie.	In	becoming	able	to	see	her	own	scar,	and	by	extension	her	body,	as	a	
liminal	space,	a	site	of	constant	(and	recently	catastrophic)	change	and	(potential)	renewal,	
Jamie	is	given	back	access	to	the	language	of	the	poetic,	which	seeks	to	chart	and	explore	
this	change.	It	is	this	mutability	and	liminality	that	lead	to	healing,	and	which	render	the	scar	
no	longer	just	a	marker	of	injury	but	of	potential.	The	recurring	dichotomies	of	
nature/humanity,	mortality/transcendence	and	connection/isolation	are	all	present,	and	
the	vulnerability	which	Jamie	allows	by	displaying	the	image	of	her	scar	so	prominently	and	
as	a	basis	for	creative	play	marks	a	striking	turn	in	her	focus.	No	longer	is	the	symbolic	used	
as	an	imaginative	escape	into	the	poetics	of	nation	or	place	or	identity	in	generalised	terms,	
but	is	presented	as	a	fundamental	and	problematic	fissure	in	the	understanding	of	self;	the	
recalled	image	that	Jamie	has	of	her	body	is	irrevocably,	violently	altered.		
	 By	‘seeing’	anew,	she	must	reconcile	her	reality	via	the	same	poetic	means	that	have	
hitherto	provided	her	with	the	opportunity	to	assert	that		
I	don't	recognise	the	idea	of	'the	outdoors',	or	of	'nature'.	We	are	'nature',	in	our	
anatomy	and	mortality.	Regarding	nature	as	other,	different,	an	'outdoors'	an	
'environment'	speaks	volumes	about	our	alienation	from	ourselves	
(BooksfromScotland	n.p.).	
Paradoxically,	in	this	alienation	from	the	carefully	carried,	lifelong	reality	of	her	self-image,	
Jamie	is	able	to	succinctly	illustrate	the	imaginative	powers	that	have	been	central	to	her	
poetics	for	the	last	thirty	years.	The	disruption	of	one’s	physical	health	shows	one’s	
involvement	in	the	animal	processes	of	life	on	Earth;	the	human	becomes	part	of	‘natural	
process’,	rather	than	a	creator	or	controller	of	the	same.	Frissure	was	conceived	around	the	
idea	that	Jamie	would	sit	for	Collins,	in	order	to	experience	an	artistic	view	of	her	new	scar,	
and	that	she	would	contribute	the	‘fragments’	she	had	written	during	her	recovery	to	chart	
her	developing	relationship	to	her	body,	under	Collins’	gaze	and	her	own.	Her	body	
becomes	its	own	rigorously	examined	ecosystem;	travelled	as	Nepal,	Pakistan,	Tibet	were	
travelled	in	her	earlier	work,	examined	as	a	landscape	and	oikos.	In	her	introduction	to	the	
book,	Jamie	explains:	
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Throughout,	I	tried	to	keep	looking	[.	.	.]	The	radiologist	and	pathologist	looked	with	
their	eyes,	the	surgeon	with	his	fingertips	[.	.	.]	I’d	been	subject	to	a	lot	of	medical	
gaze,	and	was	curious	about	an	artist’s.	An	artist’s	would	be	different	(v-vii).	
This	is	something	that	Jamie	has	often	done	with	her	poetry	before	now,	when	she	turns	
her	sight	inward.	She	has	repeatedly	used	sites	of	‘violation’	or	disruption,	of	tension	and	
apprehension,	to	create	a	beautiful	moment,	to	act	as	a	springboard	for	poetic	rumination,	
as	for	example	with	Wencheng’s	breaking	the	mirror,	or	the	image	of	a	woman’s	shoe	as	
wreckage.	Jamie’s	description	of	‘nacreous	blacks,	the	poisoned-river	traceries	and	slow	
detonations,/	the	creeping	lichens,	as	if	the	skin	were	a	living	tombstone’	(Frissure	21)	is	
reminiscent	of	Tree	House’s	‘Hoard’	which	wonders	of	a	man	discovered	at	a	Neolithic	
burial:	‘What	kind	of	figure	did	he	cut/	huddled	in	the	dusk,	gut	wound/	packed	with	
sphagnum’	(36).	In	both	cases	the	act	of	observation	serves	as	the	catalyst	for	realisation;	it	
is	the	act	of	transcribing	the	realisation	that	leads	to	a	potential	understanding.	In	‘Gift	2’,	
the	realisation	of	her	body’s	corruptibility	leads	Jamie	to	assert	a	sense	of	her	humanness,	
hard-earned,	and	the	innate	connectedness	that	it	engenders:	‘We	can	gaze	at	these,/	then	
walk	out	into	the	day	again,	changed,	saved,	haunted	a	while’	(Frissure	21).	
	 The	importance	of	the	shared	experience	is	reasserted	throughout	Frissure.	Jamie	
acknowledges	that	‘having	an	artist	work	with	“my	scar”	or	“my	body”	meant	I	had	to	
relinquish	myself	just	as	surely	as	I	had	during	my	medical	treatment’	(xi).	Initially,	this	too	is	
presented	as	a	potential	violation;	a	tension	between	autonomy	and	capitulation.	However,	
this	site	of	tension	is	again	renegotiated,	and	in	‘Healings	1’	Jamie	is	able	to	call	the	‘sound	
of	a	handing	over,	the	best	surrender.	The	sound	of	knots	untying	themselves’	(4).	
Mortality,	or	at	least	our	awareness	of	it,	as	an	exclusively	human	feature	paradoxically	
draws	Jamie	back	to	her	assertion	that	‘we	are	nature’	in	this	collection.167	‘Healings	2’	
affirms	that	‘[to]	be	healed	is	not	to	be	saved	from	mortality,	but	rather,	released	back	into	
it:/	we	are	returned	to	the	wild’	(7),	conflating	the	peculiar	human	trait	of	self-aware	
mortality	with	the	idea	of	the	natural	order.	To	live,	fully	aware	of	our	finite	nature,	is	to	be	
able	to	connect	with	our	environment	on	an	animal	level,	and	it	is	that	which	makes	us	most	
human.	There	is	also	the	suggestion	that	the	uncertainty	of	this	re-introduction,	this	
																																																																		
167	See	Robertson’s	similar	revelation	in	‘Cat,	Failing’	(The	Wrecking	Light	18).	
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precarious	and	‘wild’	existence	is	perhaps	akin	to	our	feelings	as	urbanised	people	when	
confronting	or	encountering	the	natural	order,	or	‘the	wild’	in	our	everyday	lives,	the	
absurdity	of	which	Jamie	has	previously	voiced.168	This	fragility,	newly	awakened,	reaffirms	
to	Jamie	that	she	is	nature,	and	that	by	extension	nature	exists	in	a	balance	that	is	
precarious,	that	hyperobjects	such	as	carcinogens,	heavy	metals,	air	pollutants,	materially	
affect	her	and	the	world,	and	that	there	is	no	separation	that	can	be	effective	maintained	
merely	by	knowing	this.	Jamie’s	body	becomes	a	series	of	systems	affected	by	outside	
forces	but	defined	and	maintained	by	her	own	responses	to	and	effect	on	those	forces	in	
turn.		
	 The	maturation	of	her	ecological	poetry	therefore	sees	her	view	its	function	as	one	
that	demands	recognition	of	this	fragility;	Jamie	reworks	anthropocentric	views	of	
environment	and	being-in-the	world	that	operate	under	established	capitalist	models.	
Another	aspect	of	Frissure	is	the	solidarity	and	communion	that	her	journey	through	
recovery	offers	her	not	only	for	the	natural	world,	for	her	sense	of	herself	as	animal,	mortal,	
alive	and	connected	to	wider	ecologies,	but	also	for	other	women.	In	becoming	so	aware	of	
her	own	bodily	space,	and	the	way	that	space	is	altered	so	that	societal	markers	of	
womanhood	are	changed	and	removed,	she	examines	the	relationship	of	the	body	to	ideas	
of	womanhood.	Jamie	does	not	fall	into	essentialism;	a	body	altered	is	still	a	woman’s	body;	
a	breast-less	body	is	still	a	woman’s	body;	a	desexualised	body	is	still	a	woman’s	body.	The	
possibilities	for	the	bodies	women	might	inhabit	and	claim	autonomy	of	are	not	
prescriptive.	This	ecological	approach	allows	for	a	greater	pluralism	of	female	experience	
and	existence,	and	subverts	essentialised	or	dehumanising	tropes	of	femininity	and	gender,	
allowing	for	a	politics	of	womanhood	that	is	inclusive	and	rehabilitating,	not	divisive	or	
oppressive.	Instead,	she	sees	her	body	and	its	trauma	as	a	way	to	reconnect	to	other	
women	in	her	life;	Jamie’s	fascination	with	the	minutiae	of	the	systems	and	parts	of	the	
body,	as	she	has	detailed	previously	in	her	essay	collections,	informs	her	examination	of	her	
relationship	to	herself	and	her	body	anew,	as	a	site	of	potential	hereditary	illness.	169	The	
discovery	of	the	BRCA1	gene,	for	example,	responsible	for	a	majority	of	hereditary	breast	
(and	ovarian)	cancer	makes	us	aware	of	a	heredity	of	trauma	that	is	carried	within	the	
																																																																		
168	See	Burnside	‘Sky	Burial’	(All	One	Breath	54-56).	
169	See	for	example,	’Surgeon’s	Hall’	Findings.	London:	Sort	of	Books,	2005:	129-145.	
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bodies	of	women	themselves,	an	internal	violence	that	could	be	performed	on	that	body,	as	
opposed	to	the	external	violence	that	one	is	at	risk	of	walking	through	the	world	as	a	
woman.	Jamie	offers	a	sort	of	equal	and	opposite	exploration	to	Burnside	and	Robertson’s	
refutation	of	reductive	formations	of	masculinity	and	aligns	with	the	latter’s	own	
experiences	of	sickness	and	physical	injury.		
	 By	examining	the	poetics	of	heredity	in	writing	her	experience	in	Frissure,	Jamie	sees	
her	body	anew	as	a	closed	system,	an	environment	over	which	her	illness	has	shown	her	she	
is	not	the	only	governing	force.	Further	to	this	however,	she	is	able	to	locate	herself	and	her	
body	as	the	result	of	a	lineage	of	women,	of	their	bodies;	she	looks	to	the	women	in	her	
family	history	and	the	ways	in	which	they	too	have	negotiated	and	translated	their	sense	of	
self	and	their	own	relationship	to	their	bodies,	to	the	world.	In	‘Heredity	2’	(Frissure	25-29)	
she	recounts	that	‘My	grandmother	called	her	breast	her	“breist”,	her	bosom	her	“kist”./	
“Come	for	a	wee	nurse	aff	yer	Nana”,	she’d	say.	“Courie	in,	hen”’(26).	Here,	Jamie	recalls	
the	language	her	grandmother	had	for	her	own	body;	she	lists	generalised	terms	followed	
by	the	specific	Scots	and	idiosyncratic	names	her	grandmother	gave	those	body	parts.	The	
poem	suggests	that	finding	a	language	that	is	personal,	that	is	poetic	and	evocative,	and	
that	in	this	instance	specifically	derives	from	a	female	familial	vocabulary,	is	a	healing	act.	
The	issue	of	heredity,	here	a	factor	for	the	loss	of	the	breast	to	cancer,	is	like	the	surgical	
scar	transformed	into	a	space	where	her	sense	of	self	as	a	woman,	and	the	comfort	of	
female	family,	support	and	physicality,	offers	a	reclamation	of	bodily	autonomy,	and	can	be	
passed	down	through	those	same	microscopic	and	genetic	channels	as	the	predisposition	to	
the	trauma	that	has	led	Jamie	to	this	point	of	reminiscence.	Seeing	and	writing	her	own	
body	as	ecology	with	such	scrutiny,	Jamie	subverts	and	challenges	essentialist	assumptions	
of	both	womanhood	and	the	feminizing	of	nature,	refusing	the	objectification	and	narrative	
of	natural	space	as	a	‘body	to	conquer’.	Instead	she	sees	it	as	an	intimate	landscape,	its	own	
‘autonomous	region’,	and	a	part	of	a	wider	net	of	life	forces	and	interactions.	
Conclusion	
Jamie	constructs	a	poetics	that	is	embedded	in	the	‘real	world’	we	must	inhabit.	Her	writing	
explores	political	and	social	influences	on	our	environments,	as	well	as	the	spiritual	and	
philosophical	pull	of	the	natural	world.	It	is	also	aware	of	how	we	construct	and	identify	
those	distinctions;	Jamie	does	not	trust	that	because	a	place	is	not	obviously	urban	that	it	is	
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not	subject	to	human	intervention	or	administration,	and	is	consistently	concerned	with	
advocating	more	equitable	and	empathetic	relationships	to	the	land	around	us.	She	is	aware	
of	the	structures	which	make	up	the	spaces	we	inhabit	daily,	and	writes	a	poetry	that	
exposes	and	interrogates	these	structures	while	offering	a	sense	of	deconstructed	and	
dialogic	space.	
	 The	nation	forms	the	basis	of	those	spaces;	she	sees	Scotland	first	as	a	home	to	
travel	out	from	and	reach	back	to,	then	as	a	series	of	landscapes	constructed	and	
maintained	by	systems	of	representation,	access	and	language	the	Jamie	seeks	to	break	
down	and	understand.	Jamie	is	concerned	with	nature	as	a	factor	of	her	reconsidering	of	
national	space.	She	seeks	to	disavow	the	ways	in	which	contemporary	systems	of	living,	and	
of	figuring	space	(urban,	natural	and	national)	have	led	to	a	lack	of	connection	to	her	
environment.	She	seeks	to	overcome	our	own	worse	nature	and	return	to	a	point	of	
equilibrium	that	is	concerned	with	accepting	the	material	conditions	of	one’s	environment	
and	attempting	a	balanced	relationship	with	them.	In	her	case	also,	this	equilibrium	is	
something	that	can	and	must	be	addressed	by	engaging	with	the	systems	of	governance	at	
work	in	the	spaces	we	inhabit.	More	so	than	Burnside	or	Robertson,	Jamie	sees	an	explicit	
link	between	current	socio-political	systems	and	the	ways	in	which	nation	and	nature	open	
up	to	us	and	are	sustained.	Involvement	in	the	systems	that	alter	our	environment—	
ecological,	social	and	political	—	forms	the	basis	of	her	poetic	philosophy.	Nature	is	the	web	
of	environmental	and	creative	factors	that	life	in	contemporary	Scotland	often	obscures	via	
neoliberal	mechanisms	of	work	and	industry	and	that	Jamie’s	poetry	attempts	to	recreate	
textually	via	an	ecological	lyric.	
	 Her	poetry	slips	through	politicised	and	explicitly	Scottish	perspectives	and	subject	
matter,	to	transplant	these	concerns	(initially	shakily)	onto	the	national	landscapes	of	the	
countries	she	visits,	before	coalescing	to	a	nuanced	awareness	of	how	space	is	politicised,	
controlled	and	degraded	across	familiar	and	unfamiliar	places.	Jamie	traverses	borders	
geographic	and	metaphysical	in	coming	to	this	realisation;	she	learns	via	travel	to	see	
connection	with	the	inhabitants	of	other	places,	and	to	see	the	further	reaching	effects	of	
processes	such	as	climate	and	capital	that	initially	seem	invisible.	This	leads	her	to	conflate	
the	spaces	of	the	environmental	with	the	political	increasingly	in	her	later	work;	she	sees	
that	local	actions	have	global	effects,	and	she	is	able	to	find	commonality	by	accepting	the	
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individual	experiences	and	responsibilities	we	have	for	our	interactions	with	the	wider	
world.	This	applies	to	her	poetry	of	self	as	well;	she	considers	questions	of	gender	from	
social	and	political	standpoints	in	her	earlier	poetry,	in	order	to	examine	the	spaces	offered	
to	women	in	the	contemporary	nation.	She	goes	on	to	examine	the	ways	her	own	
physicality	is	a	part	of	systems	of	ecology	at	work	beyond	her	noticing,	even	as	they	are	
affected	by	those	same	political	and	social	concerns	(for	example	access	to	healthcare,	or	
protection	from	violence).		
	 Jamie	hopes	to	create	‘autonomous	regions’	within	her	poetry;	she	wishes	to	find	
herself	ungoverned	by	repressive	ideas	and	harmful	apparatus.	Instead,	she	hopes	to	find	
herself	situated	in	a	world	to	which	she	is	beholden	on	honest	and	self-aware	terms.	For	
Jamie,	nationalism	must	be	turned	to	internationalism,	sickness	to	recovery,	and	borders	to	
waypoints.	She	seeks	to	write	spaces	wherein	we	are	able	to	fully	realise	and	reflect	on	the	
ways	in	which	the	systems	of	our	identity	operate.	She	claims	that	only	by	engaging	with	the	
world	as	it	is,	and	working	within	the	realities	of	the	spaces	we	inhabit,	can	we	hope	to	
reach	a	state	of	independence	from	those	systems	which	degrade	us	and	the	wider	world,	
and	start	to	move	forward	with	hope	and	purpose.	She	examines,	reconsiders	and	redeploys	
identities	and	interpretations	created	a	priori.	Instead,	she	looks	to	find	meaningful	and	
pertinent	readings	of	these	tropes	and	characteristics	to	rework	nature,	nation	and	self	in	
her	work.	For	Jamie		
the	‘touchstone’	and	the	stereotype	can	usefully	be	considered	as	‘distinctive	
marks’,	which,	because	they	do	not	refer	to	an	absolute	signified,	remain	open	for	
reappropriation	[.	.	.]	if	autonomy	is	always	under	threat,	it	can,	paradoxically,	
always	be	reinforced	by	a	sense	of	connectedness	with	other	cultures.	(Boden	39)	
Jamie	writes	a	Scotland	and	a	poetics	that	is	unerringly	part	of	the	world,	looking	for	
connection	and	embracing	the	responsibility	for	one’s	fellows	that	accompanies	this.	She	
offers	a	body	of	work	that	suggests	such	spaces	of	autonomy	and	reciprocity	are	possible	
and	that	the	tools	of	their	creation	are	at	hand.		 	
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Conclusions:	The	Space	for	the	Ecological	Lyric	
Louisa	Gairn	has	noted	that	‘successive	generations	of	Scottish	writers	have	both	reflected	
and	contributed	to	the	development	of	international	ecological	theory	and	philosophy.’	(1)	
There	is	a	thread	of	concern	for	the	natural	world,	for	the	environments	we	create	and	
access,	and	for	the	ways	in	which	the	spaces	we	live	in	are	altered	by	forces	within	and	
outwith,	that	she	traces	from	the	nineteenth	century.	Certainly,	this	thesis	argues	that	there	
is	a	marked	concern	with	issues	of	space	and	dwelling	in	the	poetry	and	writing	of	the	later	
twentieth	century,	and	that	it	is	necessary	to	include	this	component	in	questions	of	
national	writing	alongside	nature	writing.	The	ecological	provides	an	approach	that	opens	
up	an	interdisciplinary	and	intuitive	criticism,	that	allows	for	clear	nuance	and	(perhaps	
most	encouragingly)	subversive	potential	when	examining	the	type	of	issues	that	Scottish	
writers	are	concerned	with,	as	a	part	of,	and	beyond,	issues	of	national	canon.	
	 Thfe	work	done	by	mid	twentieth-century	Scottish	poets	such	as	Morgan	and	Dunn	
saw	a	critical	response	that	centred	the	nation	in	such	a	way	as	to	render	the	spheres	of	
urban	and	pastoral	Scotland	two	unrelated	environments.	The	natural	world	offers	the	
spaces	that	allow	for	a	consideration	of	one’s	identity	out	among	the	land.	It	becomes	
representative	of	the	‘real	Scotland’	that	might	link	one	organically	to	metanarratives	of	
history	and	nation	and	so	help	find	Scottishness	as	a	tangible	location;	perhaps	the	banks	of	
the	right	river,	or	the	view	from	a	certain	hill	at	sunset	will	knock	that	bit	of	information	
loose,	and	suddenly	Scot	and	land	can	be	reconciled.	Nature	exists	as	a	space	outside	of	the	
poet	in	this	critical	paradigm,	offering	an	‘authentic’	backdrop	to	questions	of	identity.	
Urban	environments,	it	follows,	contain	all	the	messy	human	interaction	of	modernity,	and	
act	as	a	backdrop	to	the	introversion	and	hopelessness	of	the	atomised	modernist	
individual.	Neither	identity	or	reading	allow	for	a	holistic	interrogation	of	the	material	
conditions	or	environments	of	Scotland	in	the	twentieth	(and	now	twenty-first)	century.	
This	becomes	unhelpful,	reactionary	even,	within	current	conditions.	However,	as	this	thesis	
has	shown,	within	the	work	of	Dunn	and	Morgan	are	the	proto-ecological	constructions	of	
nature,	nation	and	self	that	Burnside,	Jamie	and	Robertson	tackle	in	their	work.	Dunn	
returns	to	writing	after	nearly	two	decades	with	his	2017	collection	The	Noise	of	a	Fly,	to	
place	himself	in	the	same	arena	of	ecological	lyric	as	Burnside,	Robertson	and	Jamie.	He	
finds	himself	concerned	not	with	his	place	in	the	UK	as	a	Scot,	nor	within	Scotland	as	a	poet,	
but	instead	as	a	citizen	and	a	writer	inextricably	connected	to	and	concerned	with	the	
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world,	and	‘the	cost/	Of	what	I’ve	done,	or	did	not.’	(55)	It	feels	like	a	fitting	collection	to	
come	from	a	voice	that	has	frequently	written	to	or	been	aware	of	the	concerns	of	the	
ecological,	and	of	such	concerns’	material	realities	—	the	tension	between	what	he	has	
‘with	tongue	in	cheek,	identified	as	[.	.	.]	“Romantic	Sleep”	versus	“Social	Responsibility”’	
(Gairn	3).	
	 Gairn	observes	that	poets	such	as	Jamie	and	Burnside	see	poetry,	and	ecological	
writing,	as	a	‘line	of	defence’	(156)	against	the	issues	of	contemporary	life.	In	addition	to	
this,	the	work	of	writers	such	as	Burnside,	Robertson	and	Jamie	not	only	offers	a	‘defence’	
for	the	natural	world,	for	the	wild	spaces	or	the	sacred	places,	but	goes	on	to	offer	the	
ecological	as	a	space	in	which	these	things	tangibly	impact	the	reader,	the	poem	and	the	
wider	world	of	that	poem’s	creation.	They	write	an	ecological	poetry	that	moves	beyond	the	
ameliorative	paradigm	of	Bate	wherein	‘nature	writing	[functions]	as	a	“recreational	space	
in	which	we	can	walk	and	breathe	and	play”	(64)’	(Huggan	154),	and	that	reaches	further	
than	a	line	of	defence.	In	tackling	issues	of	nationhood,	nature,	and	self,	Burnside,	
Robertson	and	Jamie	offer	integrated,	pragmatic,	and	exact	conceptions	of	our	place	within	
the	spaces	we	allow	ourselves	and	the	place	given	to	us	by	contemporary	socio-political	
situations.	In	reading	the	work	of	the	poets	via	an	ecocritical	framework,	it	is	possible	to	
combine	the	critical	focus	of	nature	writing,	of	national	writing	and	of	the	place	for	poetry	
within	canon	and	society	more	broadly,	and	to	find	interesting,	insightful	and	hopeful	
readings	of	the	poetry	of	place	in	contemporary	Scotland,	and	its	place	within	critical	and	
literary	spaces	of	resistance.	Between	recognising	the	ways	in	which	this	integrated	reading	
of	Scottish	poetry	has	tended	to	be	deferred	for	examinations	of	what	identity,	or	what	
Scotland	looks	like	in	the	contemporary	canon,	and	showing	the	potential	application	of	
that	reading	to	current	poetic	and	political	spaces	in	Scotland,	this	thesis	offers	an	
interdisciplinary	approach.	The	full	and	transformative	power	of	the	poetry	of	the	last	thirty	
years,	exemplified	by	Burnside,	Jamie	and	Robertson,	is	only	realised	when	it	is	relentlessly	
and	incisively	tied	to	the	real-world	conditions	of	its	production.	
	 The	ecological	allows	a	framework	that	engages	with	the	stylistic	and	philosophical	
aspects	of	the	work	of	Burnside,	Robertson	and	Jamie.	It	offers	a	holistic	approach	to	
concerns	of	space	and	place,	and	one	that	sees	these	concerns	within	the	context	of	their	
environments.	It	offers	an	alternative	to	neoliberal	hegemonies	of	nature,	nation	and	self,	
by	offering	up	spaces	in	which	alternate	and	fictional	selves	are	celebrated,	situated	and	
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challenged.	Morton’s	philosophy	aligns	with	the	literary	criticism	of	writers	such	as	Gardiner	
and	Hames,	who	see	the	ways	in	which	such	spaces	are	often	co-opted	or	elided	by	
mainstream	discourse	and	praxis.	What	I	term	ecological	poetry	in	this	thesis	is	that	which	
recognises	the	following:	that	something	fundamental	to	the	psyche	is	lacking	without	
integration	of	the	‘natural’;	that	entropy	is	a	governing	physical	and	philosophical	force	in	
one’s	interaction	with	the	natural;	that	by	transgressing	borders,	one	is	made	vulnerable	
and	implicated	in	ways	that	are	potentially	empowering	and	politically	actionable;	that	the	
lyric	works	as	a	poetic	space	that	is	always	potential,	utopian,	and	therefore	safe	for	such	
realisations	to	be	made	and	processed.	These	factors	coalesce	to	form	a	poetics	that	is	
acutely	engaged	with	the	world	as	it	exists,	and	which	creates	space	of	and	for	a	world	that	
might	be.	
Utopian	Thinking:	Ecological	Lyric	as	Potential	and	Political	
Poetry	of	place	in	Scotland	has	provided	a	space	for	questions	of	identity,	nation	and	
environment	to	play	out	in	generic	terms	that	allow	for	multivalence,	heterogeneity	and	
nuance.	The	lyric,	in	the	work	of	Burnside,	Robertson	and	Jamie,	provides	the	liminal	as	not	
only	a	thematic	proving	ground	for	such	idea,	but	as	philosophy-in-practice.	The	space	of	
poetry	is	one	that	requires	an	in-between-ness;	it	depends	on	the	swithering,	the	
changeable	and	the	mutable.	While	not	a	formal	innovation,	their	lyric	offers	a	generic	
space	that	demands	reader	and	poet	situate	themselves	within	and	apart	from	the	text,	and	
therefore	leave	themselves	vulnerable	to	the	questions	that	text	raises.	The	philosophical-
poetic	space	of	the	ecological	lyric	that	Burnside,	Jamie	and	Robertson	operate	within	offers	
a	poetics	of	empathy,	responsibility	and	interaction.	It	sees	the	environment	and	political	
concerns	of	contemporary	life	as	inextricable,	and	sees	nature,	nation	and	self	as	facets	of	a	
prismatic	whole	wherein	poiesis	and	ecology	work	in	synchrony	towards	creating	potentially	
radical	socio-political	spaces	within	otherwise	traditional	formal	and	stylistic	poetic	
boundaries.		
	 Burnside	especially	shows	himself	driven	by	the	possibility	for	integration;	his	poetry	
locates	the	sacred	in	the	inextricable	nature	of	the	human	and	nonhuman	worlds.	His	
philosophy	sees	an	indisputable	lack	in	the	humanity	offered	us	by	contemporary	societal	
mores	and	practices;	for	him,	the	space	we	inhabit	is	always	insufficient,	and	only	by	
locating	the	root	of	this	insufficiency	in	the	stunted	relationship	we	allow	ourselves	with	the	
natural	world,	can	we	hope	to	find	a	changed	possibility	and	perspective.	Nature	for	
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Burnside	is	integral;	it	is	the	spiritual	dimension	that	life	under	contemporary	capital	ignores	
and	derides.	Nature	is	the	organising	principal	around	which	he	builds	his	approach	to	
poiesis	and	its	reception;	he	seeks	to	offer	a	worldview	that	acknowledges	poetry-making	
and	world-making	as	‘continuous’	(CK	n.p)	and	that	offers	the	land,	mimetic	and	diegetic,	as	
regions	inhabited	and	cherished	by	those	who	share	it.	This	approach	differs	from	the	
‘consolatory’	(Huggan	154)	role	that	Bate	assigns	nature	writing,	even	as	Burnside	chases	
something	recuperative	in	his	relationship	with	and	writing	of	the	natural.	Ameliorative	
spaces	are	not	just	‘natural’,	and	nature	(and	nature	writing)	instead	acts	as	a	catalyst	to	
adjust	the	way	we	approach	the	relationships	we	have	to	our	environments	natural	and	
otherwise,	seeing	neither	as	beyond	or	apart.		
	 This	viewpoint	leads	Burnside	to	mistrust	the	institutions	of	that	contemporary	
governance	and	lead	him	to	a	view	of	nation	and	self	that	is	at	once	removed	from	many	
established	human	structures,	and	deeply	communal	and	reciprocal.	Burnside’s	pursuit	of	a	
renewed	philosophy	of	dwelling,	and	the	inability	of	modern	life	to	affect	the	human	spirit	
has	been	well-documented,	but	there	requires	an	analysis	of	how	his	concerns	materially	
affect	either	the	type	of	poetry	being	written,	or	the	potential	critical	reception	and	impact	
of	that	poetry,	within	the	contemporary	canon.	170	Stylistically,	Burnside’s	approach	alters	
little	in	terms	of	the	deployment	of	form.	The	lyric,	refined	and	redeployed,	works	to	craft	
his	vision	of	balance	and	communion	via	its	innate	musicality,	its	dialogic	tendency,	its	
familiarity	and	its	multivalency.	The	speaker	of	the	lyric	is	at	once	invoking	deeply	personal	
moment,	a	private	dialog,	and	universal	address.	Within	the	intent	for	this	form	then,	
combining	it	with	such	subject	matter	offers	up	poetic	spaces	meant	not	just	to,	as	Burnside	
has	said,	locate	moments	in	time	and	space,	nor	offer	up	intent	and	possibility	as	
concurrent,	but	ones	that	are	intrinsically	mutable	and	communal;	the	poetry	of	the	
ecological	lyric	invites	inhabitants.	171	They	exist	in	perpetuity	as	potential	spaces,	their	
liminal	geographies	at	once	representative	and	interpretive,	but	demand	not	merely	
interlocution	but	interaction	of	a	specific	and	material	intent.	Ecological	lyric	requires	not	
only	that	one	see	the	space	of	the	poem	as	changed	by	one’s	interaction	with	it,	but	that	
																																																																		
170	See	for	example	Iain	Galbraith	in	The	Oxford	Handbook	of	Contemporary	British	and	Irish	
Poetry	p.565.	
171	See	Burnside	'Poetry	and	a	Sense	of	Place’.	Proceedings	of	the	Writing	a	Sense	of	Place	
Symposium,	Tromsø	15-18	August	1996:	201-222.	via	septentiro.uit.no	
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the	material	world	that	contains	it	be	altered	upon	having	viewed	it.	Such	poetry	does	not	
seek	mimesis	in	order	to	change	the	way	we	see	the	space	represented.	Instead,	it	offers	
itself	up	as	a	space	made	possible	by	the	world	already	accessible	to	the	reader;	its	intent	is	
not	the	ecomimesis	that	Morton	distrusts,	but	instead	active	and	on-going	poiesis.	It	
conceives	poetic	space,	the	(acknowledged	as	such)	representative	space	of	the	poem’s	
subject	matter,	and	the	space	in	which	the	reader	receives	the	poem,	as	all	acting	upon	the	
other.	Jamie	too	sees	the	lyric	as	a	way	of	writing	the	spaces	that	both	disconcert	and	
degrade	her,	or	offer	her	hope	for	renewal,	within	the	current	systems	she	inhabits,	though	
she	hopes	that	political	engagement	can	achieve	change	under	those	current	systems.	
Robertson	writes	a	lyric	that	paints	densely	meaningful	psychological	landscapes	alongside	
current	geographies,	and	finds	he	is	always	observing	himself	in	his	interactions	with	those	
spaces	around	him.	All	three	poets	seek	earnestly	to	write	and	locate	poetry	that	alters	a	
worldview;	Burnside	believes	that	poiesis,	fundamentally,	offers	microcosmic	shifts	in	
perspective	which	offer	a	chance	to	shift	the	psychological	(and	perhaps	material)	spaces	
occupied	in	the	‘real	world’	depicted,	suggested	or	approximated	within	the	textual-
philosophical	space	of	the	poem	on	the	page.	The	knowledge	of	the	possibilities	inherent	
within	the	lyric	offers	up	an	ontological	awareness	that	invites,	if	not	hopeful,	then	
informed,	engaged,	and	alternative	responses	to	the	contemporary	frameworks	of	modern	
living.		
The	Space	that	is	Changed:	Scotland’s	Contemporary	Sense	of	Self	
Politically,	this	type	of	reading	sees	its	antithesis;	Scotland,	the	recent	2018	Hansard	Society	
audit	has	found,	now	comprises	a	populace	that	is	increasingly	disengaged	with	the	
apparatus	of	state	administration,	such	as	elections	and	referendums,	even	as	its	citizenry	
are	more	informed	than	ever	about	it.172	Public	awareness	of	the	possibility	to	engage	with	
and	alter	the	spaces	one	inhabits	leads,	in	the	wake	of	frequent	votes	and	campaigns,	to	a	
sense	of	disconnection	from	the	apparatus	responsible	for	administrating	those	spaces.		
	 The	audit’s	executive	summary	states:	
In	Scotland,	political	engagement	is	mostly	higher	compared	to	2004,	but	the	post-
independence-referendum	upsurge	has	not	been	sustained,	and	political	
																																																																		
172	See	‘Audit	of	UK	Political	Engagement	15’	(2018)	
http://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/publications/audit-of-political-engagement-15-2018	
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dissatisfaction	is	high.	[.	.	.]	Only	14%	of	Scots	say	they	are	satisfied	with	the	system	
of	governing	Britain,	a	decline	of	three	points	in	a	year	and	22	points	since	the	first	
Audit	in	2004.	[.	.	.]	Compared	to	last	year,	interest	in	and	self-assessed	knowledge	of	
politics	are	both	up	four	points,	to	62%	and	56%	respectively.	But	certainty	to	vote	
dropped	10	points,	to	59%,	below	the	Britain-wide	average.	[.	.	.]	Compared	to	Audit	
1	in	2004,	certainty	to	vote	is	up	five	points,	political	interest	16	points	and	
knowledge	25	points.	But	people’s	sense	of	political	efficacy	is	down	nine	points	at	
36%.		
The	potential	configuration	of	nation	offered	by	state	political	bodies	is,	ironically,	at	odds	
with	the	community	experience	of	that	space	as	they	inhabit	it.	The	space	of	the	nation	as	it	
is	experienced	is	at	odds	with	the	utopian	Scotland	offered	by	engagement	with	current	
political	systems;	this	distrust	in	the	processes	of	democracy	within	the	nation	state	means	
that,	in	real	terms,	the	creation	of	alternate	spaces	feels	not	revelatory,	but	impossible.	The	
lyric	works	within	the	revelatory	spaces	that	could	and	should	be	opened	up	by	such	
political	engagements,	to	offer	the	‘nourishment’	(CK	n.p)	that	Burnside	sees	as	essential	to	
continued	hope	that	the	world	can	be	made	anew.	The	nation	that	Burnside	wants	to	see	
comprises	‘terrains	in	Scotland	[.	.	.]	managed	by	people	living	there	and	by	people	who	
have	genuine	interest	in	their	landscape	[.	.	.]	no	countries	but	regions,	and	people	who	
form	allegiances	together	for	certain	purposes’	(Burnside	qtd.	Galbraith	565).	Once	again,	
the	cultural	offers	what	the	political	cannot,	but	in	this	case,	it	is	not	merely	an	alternative	
method	by	which	to	express	and	therefore	sublimate	political	and	social	disaffection,	but	a	
genre	that	offers	an	epistemological	tool	to	articulate	and	envisage	alternatives	to	
hegemony	that	do,	when	they	become	the	direct	focus	of	the	poet,	articulate	specific	goals	
and	socio-political	alternatives	to	the	status	quo.	The	continued	anarchic	conception	of	
Burnside	is	not	enough	for	the	poetic	spaces	curated	and	examined	by	Jamie	though,	who	
explicitly	links	the	utopian	spaces	of	the	lyric	with	that	of	the	renewed	Scotland.	
	
Integration:	The	Natural	Reconsidered	
The	integration	of	natural	and	poetic	spaces	in	each	of	the	poets’	work	is	not	reductive,	nor	
is	it	conservative.	Integration	in	this	sense	means	that	they	are	concerned	with	bringing	the	
way	we	view	the	nonhuman	inline	with	our	conceptions	of	the	world	as	affective	and	
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changeable,	acting	on	and	us	and	shaped	due	to	our	actions	within	it.	Each	finds	
philosophical	parallels	in	Morton’s	work,	though	it	is	Burnside	who	is	perhaps	most	
concerned	with	teasing	out	the	distinction	between	integrated	natural	spaces	and	concepts	
in	his	work.	For	him,	the	natural	and	the	poetics	space	offer	a	nourishment	that	cannot	be	
accessed	elsewhere,	and	without	which	he	does	not	deem	it	possible	to	sustain	oneself	to	
the	work	of	world-building	and	(more	importantly)	world	altering.	His	privileging	of	the	lyric,	
as	has	been	discussed,	chimes	with	his	desire	to	seek	spaces	at	which	we	find	connection	as	
potential	within	the	natural	word.		
	 	 Nature	offers	an	animistic	potential	to	find	and	imbue	meaning	in	the	space	one	
inhabits,	as	well	as	a	recognition	that	such	meanings	are	constructed	within	our	own	
‘natural’	selves.	This	is	powerful	as	it	centres	concern	and	communion	as	the	foundational	
qualities	of	the	identity	that	ecological	poetry	seeks	to	write.	The	ecological	lyric	operates	
by	restoring	value	to	Alice	Notley’s	observation	that	‘self	means	‘I”	and	also	means	
“poverty”,	it’s	what	one	strips	down	to,	who	you	are	when	you’ve	stripped	down.’	(n.p.)	All	
three	poets	strip	down	to	the	parts	of	self	that	are	fundamental;	Burnside’s	spirit,	
Robertson’s	entropy,	Jamie’s	autonomy,	all	recognise	the	aspects	of	the	self	that	are	tied	to	
that	self’s	integration	and	interaction	with	the	wider	world.	This	allows	them	to	mitigate	the	
poverty	of	the	self	that	is	left	when	governed	by	the	environments	and	demands	of	late	
capital,	or	by	ideologies	that	consistently	elide	the	natural	world	in	their	considerations	of	
being,	or	by	being	unable	to	locate	themselves	within	the	spaces	that	surround	them.	In	
terms	of	creating	new	spaces	within	Scottish	poetry,	this	approach	links	to	the	enduring	
fascination	with	poetic	self	as	a	knowingly	constructed	and	opportunist	alter	ego	as	for	
Macpherson’s	‘Ossian’,	all	the	way	through	to	the	lyric	‘I’	as	an	emergent	part	of	ecological	
consciousness.	By	seeing	the	self	as	something	which	must	be	stripped	down	in	order	to	
rediscover	its	relationship	with	the	scale	around	it,	the	‘I’	functions	in	the	spaces	where	
‘“identity”	is	an	ideological	inscription	with	concrete	repercussion’	(Hames	Studies	in	
Scottish	Literature	39.1	219),	and	seeks	to	manage	what	those	repercussions	might	be.		
	 	 This	relationship	that	Burnside	seeks	can	be	seen	as	a	mostly	successful	synthesis	of	
the	epistemological	and	poetic	functions	of	dividuation.	As	Bird-Davis	notes,	‘	relational	
epistemologies	function	in	diverse	contexts	where	other	epistemologies	enjoy	authority,	
including	western	contexts	[.	.	.]	when	[.	.	.]	we	animate	the	computers	we	use	[.	.	.]	and	the	
cars	we	drive,	we	relationally	frame	them.	We	learn	what	they	do	in	relation	to	what	we	do’	
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(78)	This	is	relevant	to	Burnside’s	definition	of	the	lyric,	wherein	‘each	thing	defines	each	
other	thing	but,	the	locus	of	change,	or	of	the	definition,	cannot	be	determined’	(‘Poetry	
and	a	Sense	of	Place’	230)’	(n.p).	We	see	this	also	in	to	Robertson’s	conception	of	the	
function	of	poetry,	to	Jamie’s	‘talking	to’	as	the	role	of	the	poet,	and	to	Morton’s	definition	
of	the	ecological,	wherein	‘a	thing	detects	another	thing’	(WLML	n.p)	in	philosophical-critical	
terms.	Given	that	rigour	and	intentional	analysis	are	necessary	to	define	and	understand	
animisms,	there	is	a	risk	in	using	an	approximation	of	it,	of	merely	recreating	appropriative	
modes	of	viewing	non-western	ideology,	ironically	mirroring	human/nonhuman	debate.	
However,	all	three	poets	are	concerned	with	unpacking	the		
violence	[that]	arises	from	the	tendency	to	objectify	others—	humans,	animals,	
terrain	and	so	on	[.	.	.]	spiritual	enlightenment	begins,	I	feel,	in	a	first	recognition	
that	there	are	no	objects	in	the	world,	that	there	is	no	possibility	of	being	
meaningfully	‘objective’.	Thus	violence	is	the	symptom	of	a	spiritual	failure,	a	failure	
to	recognise	the	fundamental	imperative	to	respect	and	honour	‘the	other’	
(Burnside	qtd.	Dósa	Scottish	Studies	Review	4.1	19).	
Burnside,	Robertson	and	Jamie	seek	an	understanding	of	nature,	nation	and	self	that	allows	
for	intersectional	analyses	of	the	violence	done	to	the	world	and	its	inhabitants.	The	given	
world	for	Burnside	is,	along	with	its	poetic	reconstructions,	not	assured:	‘no	matter	how	
faithfully	we	believed	in	a	given	world,	the	world	we	inhabited	was	determined	by	the	way	
we	described	it.’	(Poetry	and	a	Sense	of	Place’	208)	This	is	a	feeling	shared	by	Robertson,	
who	operates	between	publishing	centres	and	geographical	margins,	and	Jamie,	who	sees	
description	and	representation	increasingly	connected.		
	 	 The	argument	for	the	socio-political	relevance	of	the	ecological	lyric	is	not	merely	
earnest	posturing.	As	meteorologist	Eric	Holthaus	points	out,	‘the	Earth	itself,	in	2018,	with	
climate	change	barrelling	right	on	ahead	and	the	vast	majority	of	people	on	the	planet	
unaware	of	exactly	how	existentially	transformative	that	is	—	is	a	liminal	space.’	(Twitter	4	
Feb	2018)	A	poetics	that	centres	our	relationship	to	the	nonhuman	has	contemporary	
relevance	to	Scotland	as	it	governs	its	spaces	and	population.	As	Scandrett	observes,	while	
‘environmental	justice	as	policy	will	always	tend	toward	dilution,	[.	.	.]	environmental	justice	
as	a	social	movement	maintains	an	instability	in	the	direction	of	more	radical	
transformation.’	(201)	Ecological	lyric	exists	within	that	same	tradition,	but	offers	spaces	in	
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which	that	dilution	might	be	examined	and	reinterpreted,	without	the	explicit	intention	for	
‘radical	transformation’	inherent	to	environmental	justice	as	a	social	movement.	Poetry	is	
instead	a	creative	movement	first	and	foremost,	and	alongside	this,	the	reflection	of	a	lived	
reality,	and	a	way	of	giving	creative	space	to	an	otherwise	ineffable	set	of	events	and	
actions	that	nonetheless	have	concrete	repercussions.	The	textual	object	of	the	poem	opens	
up	the	necessary	critical-imaginative	space	to	consider	the	hyperobjects	of	climate	change,	
of	global	pollution,	of	millennia-old	ice	caps,	and	make	each	interaction	in	each	possible	
encounter	with	those	things	another	opportunity	to	turn	the	dial	slightly	more	into	focus,	so	
that	we	might	be	made	aware	of	the	transformative	nature	not	just	of	a	the	poem,	but	of	
the	age	in	which	we	live.		
Entropy	as	Empathy:	Vulnerability	as	a	Catalyst	for	Change	
The	issue	of	vulnerability	is	made	pertinent	in	each	of	the	poets’	work,	but	especially	
Robertson’s,	since	instead	of	merely	removing	the	human	as	the	central	figure	in	his	
worldview,	he	utilises	issues	of	degradation,	fragility	and	harm	to	render	the	human	another	
species	to	be	protected	in	the	wider	ecosystem.	The	unique	awareness	of	humanity	does	
not	offer	invulnerability;	instead,	it	offers	us	a	specific	and	paradigm-shifting	ability	to	see	
that	we	are	in	fact	just	like	everything	else.	From	this,	Robertson	writes	an	empathetic	
poetry	that	is	incisively	and	consistently	aware	of	the	‘instability	of	the	flesh’	(Open	Letters	
n.p.)	and	the	entropic	nature	of	the	systems	and	lifeforms	around	us—	a	sort	of	memento	
mori	that	forces	us	to	privilege	life	and	possibility	in	all	forms,	not	just	the	human.		
In	each	of	their	conceptions	of	self,	the	poets	collapse	distinctions	between	the	human	
and	the	nonhuman.	At	its	basic	level,	this	elision	happens	because	of	the	continued	focus	on	
the	ways	in	which	human	beings	are	as	much	altered	and	affected	by	their	environments	
(political,	national,	natural	and	psychological)	as	they	affect	them	in	turn.	This	realisation	
demands	that,	while	we	might	not	have	to	‘let	nature	in’,	we	must	see	that	we	are	already	
‘out	there’	with	it.	This	in	turn	is	what	makes	such	poetic	depictions	of	self	powerful	and	
transformative	in	their	work.	It	offers	a	self	that	is	contingent	to	Morton’s	idea	of	ecology	
without	nature;	a	self	without	self-importance.	The	poets	write	a	humanity	that	does	not	
privilege	human	experience	and	consciousness	but	nevertheless	is	wholly	compassionate	
and	rigorous	in	its	exploration	of	it.	The	fact	that	we	are	deeply	fragile	and	yet	act	out	
disproportionate	violence	is	dealt	with	by	all	three	writers:	Burnside	refutes	dualism	for	
integration	and	advocates	that	our	relational	model	for	the	nonhuman	shifts	accordingly;	
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Robertson	offers	a	wry	commiseration	with	the	vulnerable	nonhuman,	even	as	he	sees	in	it	
ways	to	elevate	and	unfetter	humane	aspects	of	the	human	psyche,	and	Jamie	brings	her	
gaze	to	bear	on	the	ways	in	which	we	are	tied	to	our	landscapes	in	ways	that	necessitate	
responsibility	and	care,	finding	the	direct	outlet	of	that	care	in	acts	of	poetic	creation	and	
political	engagement.		
	 This	aligns	with	many	of	the	political-national	narratives	that	surround	Scotland	in	
contemporary	discourse;	that	it	is	the	outward-looking,	egalitarian	‘small	country’,	that	its	
cultural	identity	bears	out	its	political	ambitions.	This	thesis	has	shown	the	ways	in	which	
this	narrative	struggles	to	approach	the	reality	of	delivering	environmental	justice,	and	the	
ways	in	which	the	poets’	exploration	of	who	suffers	and	how	in	the	spaces	of	modern	
society	offers	a	more	radical	exploration	of	those	myths	perpetuated	in	the	name	of	nation.	
They	also	increasingly	find	that	the	nation	as	it	is	offered	and	constructed	in	political	and	
critical	terms,	is	not	enough.	The	spaces	curated	by	national	borders,	and	enforced	or	
overlooked	arbitrarily	for	issues	of	capital	but	not	for	migration	say,	expose	the	imbalance	
at	the	core	of	such	narratives.	The	ecological	lyric	of	Jamie,	Burnside	and	Robertson	aligns	
itself	with	a	poetics	and	a	politics	that	is	more	radical	than	any	offered	under	current	
national	ideas	of	Scotland	as	it	stands.	They	are	committed	to	centring	compassion	in	their	
subject	matter,	and	using	this	to	examine	and	critique	issues	of	space	and	place	in	
contemporary	life.	It	is	important	to	do	this	because	we	suffer.	It	is	important	to	do	this	
because	that	suffering	is	in	part	of	our	own	making,	and	radiates	out	to	cause	suffering	
beyond	us.	It	is	important	because	it	allows	us	spaces	that	force	us	to	reconsider	who	and	
what	we	give	our	empathy	to,	and	how	the	spaces	that	we	inhabit	and	encounter	in	‘real	
life’	police	or	direct	that	empathy.	All	three	poets	write	an	empathic	and	self-aware	
ecopoetics	that	finds	us	valuable	because	we	are	animal,	fallible	and	finite,	and	that	
encourages	us	to	see	value	in	the	nonhuman	because	we	are	humane,	aware	and	
unprecedented.		
Borderline:	Refiguring	Place	and	Nation	
By	realising	that	we	are	part	of	local	and	global	ecologies	in	tandem	to	local	and	global	
economies,	Jamie,	Burnside	and	Robertson	offer	us	a	view	of	the	nation	that	advocates	for	
localisation	over	globalisation,	seeing	the	ways	in	which	nation	is	constructed	in	narrative	
and	critical	terms.	An	increased	awareness	of	and	responsibility	for	the	land	we	inhabit,	the	
power	of	international	connections	between	citizens	and	writers,	and	the	interrelation	of	
222 
self	and	space	across	mythos	and	borders,	is	privileged	over	globalised	‘relationships’	with	
other	nebulously	defined	national	or	neoliberal	governments,	and	corporate	interests.	
There	is	in	all	three	poets’	work,	a	sense	that	the	relationship	individuals	and	communities	
have	with	their	lived	space	is	paramount,	and	that	much	of	the	mechanisms	of	modern	
government	and	capital	work	to	exclude	people	from	that	involvement.	Burnside	has	
offered,	in	illustrating	his	views	on	nation,	the	following	story:	
In	Norway	the	[indigenous	people]	Sami	have	their	own	parliament	now	[.	.	.]	But	
what	happens	is	that	the	Norwegians	build	a	dam	on	the	River	Alta,	a	hugely	
important	river	for	the	Sami	people	and	their	local	environment.	The	Sami	fought	it	
really	hard	of	course.	After	that	they	gave	the	Sami	a	parliament	which	is	culturally	
and	to	some	extent	economically	effective,	but	[.	.	.]	the	Sami	still	have	no	rights	
over	the	land	itself.	(Burnside	qtd.	Dósa	15)		
Jamie	has	noted	something	comparable	of	her	feelings	regarding	the	use	of	land	in	Scotland,	
and	Robertson	has	written	obliquely	of	similar	issues	in	his	poetry	of	place	and	possession	in	
the	Highlands	of	Scotland.	Again,	the	politics	of	neoliberal	nationhood	is	ill-suited	to	enact	
any	policies	that	invoke	any	kind	of	meaningful	environmental	justice,	displaying	their	
hypocrisy	by	performing	institutional	shuffling	of	the	pieces	whilst	actual	issues	of	
sustainability	and	justice	are	not	addressed,	for	indigenous	peoples	in	this	case,	or	more	
broadly	for	the	people	who	inhabit	the	land	that	is	being	debated	and	deployed	for	various	
political	and	economic	uses.		
	 Mistrust	of	established	systems	of	power	is	not	a	new	reading	of	the	literature	of	small	
countries.	However,	what	is	potentially	important	is	that,	in	writing	the	kind	of	poetry	they	
do	about	nature,	about	land	and	travel	and	environment,	and	about	more	broadly	Scotland	
and	the	idea	of	the	national,	these	poets	offer	tangible,	engaged	and	political	readings	
(writings)	of	those	issues.	The	work	of	all	three	is	concerned	with	the	relational	systems	we	
set	up	to	deal	with	the	environments	we	inhabit.	It	is	concerned	with	examining	the	
narratives	that	allow	for	such	monolithic	structures	to	emerge	and	sustain,	and	how	we	as	
individual	citizens	might	connect	to	more	meaningful	and	less	violent	conceptions	of	
citizenry.	The	Scotlands	of	Jamie,	Burnside	and	Robertson’s	poetry	are	not	made	up	of	
anything	more	or	less	that	the	lived	and	living	pieces	of	their	landscapes.	Their	negotiation	
of	borders	is	poetically	powerful;	they	see	these	spaces	as	interstitial	in	the	
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psychogeographies	of	place	and	nation	that	they	evoke,	and	they	expose	the	irony	of	
neoliberal	nationhood	championing	‘borderless’	globalisation	alongside	the	(often	violently)	
enforced	political	and	classist	borders	that	make	up	contemporary	nations.	Those	who	can	
and	cannot	transgress	such	borders	are	delineated	according	to	values	of	capital	and	power	
that	have	little	to	do	with	the	land	or	the	people	travelling	on	it,	and	much	to	do	with	the	
reinforcing	of	monolithic	power	structures	that	deny	humanity,	refuse	nuance,	and	enforce	
status	quo.	
	 Burnside,	Robertson	and	Jamie	write	a	poetry	of	place	that	is	at	once	rooted	in	the	
contemporary	nation	whilst	at	the	same	time	unconcerned	with	how	that	nation	is	defined	
in	terms	of	its	unique	‘identity’	or	‘voice’.	They	see	such	rumination	as	intrinsically	
conservative,	privileging	a	safely	‘representative’	literature	at	the	expense	of	a	poetry	that	
engages	with	the	world	anew	and	with	earnest	investment.	The	poets	offer	a	radical	
ecological	lyric	that	not	only	sits	in	opposition	to	an	insufficient	political	status	quo,	but	
offers	an	opportunity	for	interdisciplinary	and	intertextual	readings	that,	while	they	might	
not	‘stop	an	chainsaw’	(CK	n.p),	certainly	open	reader’s	eyes	to	the	plight	of	the	forest.	Their	
poetic	spaces	are	dynamic	and	transformative.	As	Morton	notes:	
Contra	Heidegger,	the	earth	does	not	stand	still	in	lyric.	It	does	not	reveal	a	world	or	
a	destiny.	If	it	opens,	it	opens	too	much,	swallowing	us	up.	[.	.	.]	Embodied	in	the	
sonic	and	graphic	materiality	of	the	text,	the	earth	quakes,	setting	up	a	subject	
quake,	a	tremor	of	the	‘I’.	What	remains	after	our	long	delve	into	the	fake	otherness	
of	ecomimesis	is	the	fragility	of	an	‘I’	that	we	can’t	quite	get	rid	of	(Ecocriticism	255-
6).	
Burnside,	Robertson	and	Jamie	write	poetry	that	lets	us	sit	with	that	fragility;	their	poetry	
offers	more	than	an	ecomimetic	rendering	of	the	natural	world,	or	an	introspection	that	
forestalls	transformative	action.	Instead,	they	write	psychological	and	lyrical	spaces	of	
potential	and	resistance	that	let	us	feel	the	tremor	run	through	us.	Their	work	does	not	
reveal	but	opens	up;	instead	of	finding	ourselves	swallowed,	we	find	ourselves	involved.	
That	same	‘tremor	of	the	“I”’	runs	through	the	world	of	the	poem	and	the	world	of	its	
representation.	It	offers	up	the	possibility	that,	after	the	quake	subsides,	we	will	find	
ourselves	similarly	shaken,	and	so	the	positions	of	things	will	be	altered.	 	
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